Macrocytosis as a consequence of alcohol abuse among patients in general practice.
Macrocytosis, a common finding in patients without anemia or other hematologic abnormalities, is often ignored. The purpose of this prospective study was to investigate 300 consecutive, adult health-center patients with a mean cell volume (MCV) value greater than or equal to 100 fl. The incidence of macrocytosis was 2.4%. Of the 177 male and 123 female patients, only 14 (4.7%) were anemic; 80.2% of the men (89.3% of those under 60 years) and 34.1% of the women were alcohol abusers, representing the largest diagnostic group. The highest MCV value found in alcoholics without folate or vitamin B12 deficiency was 120 fl. The most useful laboratory test for identifying alcohol abuse among macrocytic patients was the measurement of serum gamma-glutamyltransferase. Of the several morphologic abnormalities in the marrow the only specific finding were vacuoles in the granulocyte or erythrocyte precursors. No underlying cause was found for macrocytosis in 6.8% of the men and 35.8% of the women. Even when it is not associated with anemia, macrocytosis should not be ignored. It may be the only indicator of a disease which often, particularly in young and middle-aged men, is alcohol abuse.